Differences in postmortem stability of sex steroid receptor immunoreactivity in rat brain.
Difficulties in demonstrating sex steroid receptors in the human brain by immunohistochemistry (IHC) may depend on postmortem delay and a long fixation time. The effect of different postmortem times was therefore studied in rat brain kept in the skull at room temperature for 0, 6, or 24 hr after death. After a long fixation for 20 days, hypothalami were embedded in paraffin and sections were immunohistochemically stained for androgen receptor (AR), estrogen receptor-alpha (ER), or progesterone receptor (PR). Retrieving the antigenic sites by microwave pretreatment was essential to obtain successful IHC in all groups studied. In general, immunoreactivity was restricted to the cell nuclei. However, the intensity of the staining appeared to be strongly dependent on the different receptor antigens and postmortem time. Both AR and ER but not PR immunoreactivity were decreased after immersion-fixation compared to the perfused sections at time point zero. In brains fixed by immersion, all three receptors decreased gradually with increasing postmortem time, and ER became hardly detectable after 24 hr postmortem. The results of these experiments show that, with the protocol used, postmortem variables and lengthy fixation do not, in principle, prevent sex steroid receptor IHC in human material. The outcome of the immunostaining, however, might be strongly dependent on the epitopes and/or antibody used.